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Abstract 
 
The union of the art of photography with the interdisciplinary study of the 
conservation of biodiversity has been shown to motivate conservation in the past, and this 
union will continue to be one of the most powerful forces for inspiring the protection of 
Earth’s biodiversity. This idea will be developed by examining examples where 
photography has been used to advance social change, investigating the origins of 
conservation photography, exploring contemporary conservation photography efforts, 
and finally, it will be complemented by a portfolio of original photographs.  
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Introduction 
______________________________________________________ 
 
 
In today’s society, we are constantly inundated with various forms of images, 
drawn to them because they have the ability to communicate information in an instant. 
Not only are images powerful for concise communication, but they also leave an imprint 
on the mind—therefore, an image’s content and aesthetics are critical to its message and 
impact. Images come in numerous forms, but to create images of distinct moments in 
time, the unmatched tool is photography. With the increasing popularity of affordable, 
compact cameras, photography has worked its way into our daily lives. While the 
majority of us tend to use photography to capture particularly memorable moments in our 
lives, photography is also one of the most powerful mediums for bringing awareness to 
social issues. Historically, documentary photography has been used to bring attention to 
issues such as gender, race, and economic equality. Photography that addresses issues of 
the environment has increased in modern society as environmental concern is ever more 
relevant. With the continued increase in biodiversity loss, habitat destruction, and 
degradation of cultural diversity, a division of photography dedicated to these issues is 
vital to promote awareness. Defined as a field within the past decade, conservation 
photography has surfaced in an effort to bring attention to sustainability in the biosphere 
and the ethnosphere. This thesis will primarily address conservation photography for the 
biosphere and only briefly address conservation photography for the ethnosphere.   
 To demonstrate the ability of a photograph to bring an audience to the heart of a 
conservation issue, I will begin with a formal analysis of an image documenting 
rhinoceros poaching. In 2012, as a result of poaching, 668 rhinoceros were killed in 
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South Africa, a country that harbors the majority of Africa’s remaining rhinos (Save the 
Rhino International). This is an alarming statistic as it is double the number of casualties 
from just two years prior (Figure 1). Even though this statistic is disturbing, we do not 
necessarily connect to a number and probably would soon disregard the issue. However, 
we are more likely to connect with the issue of rhinoceros poaching if we are provided 
with a visual representation. A photograph of a rhinoceros that was killed by poachers 
provides a striking example (Figure 2). This photograph of a deceased rhinoceros was 
featured in National Geographic Magazine in 2012, the same year 668 rhinoceroses lost 
their lives from poaching pressure. This photograph comes from a series of photos by a 
prominent South African Photographer Brent Stirton who skillfully composes images to 
leave an impact—to not only bring you to the issue but also to prevent it from escaping 
your mind.
The decomposing rhinoceros pictured is strangled in a wire poaching trap 
designed to hold the rhino hostage so the poacher can hack off the horns to sell on the 
black market. The wire wraps around the tree multiple times and appears to be damaging 
it, strangling its trunk similar to the way it strangles the rhino. In comparison to the rhino, 
the wire is so small and thin and it appears as if it would be a small obstruction. But the 
reality is quite the opposite. Despite the immense size of the rhino, the miniscule wire (by 
comparison) was able to take hold of the rhino, leaving it defenseless. What appears to be 
a fine thread around the rhino’s neck is actually far more powerful than the animal itself. 
The rigid wire tightly grips the rhino’s neck, leaving it trapped and dictating where the 
rhinoceros would spend the last moments fighting for its life. 
The photograph is composed from above to enhance the inferior nature of what is 
usually regarded as a strong animal. Had the photographer chosen to compose the 
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Figure 1: South African Department of Environmental Affairs (2014), Save the Rhino 
International 	  
	  
Figure 2: A photograph by Brent Stirton featured in National Geographic Magazine as 
part of his Rhino Wars project of a poached rhinoceros entangled in a wire poaching trap.
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photograph on the rhino’s level, it would have taken away from the message that we 
think of ourselves as having dominion over the rhinoceros—that humans are responsible 
for the death of this rhino. The focal point occupies the middle left third of the frame and 
is illuminated with a small patch of light and a hint of red, bringing attention to the 
exposed bone where we would normally see the characteristic protruding horns of a 
rhinoceros. The white barren bone with the hollowed out black below creates a striking 
void that lies at the heart of the issue. This void is of the rhino’s defining feature—its 
horns. The rhino’s eyes have decomposed, but the hollowed out sockets are eerily 
reminiscent of what it would look like to stare into the eyes of a dying rhino. The body 
caved in and the once sturdy spine quickly followed. Part of the rhinos back limb appears 
to have been cut off, as only a bony deformed stub is remaining. This photograph was 
captured at a critical moment when we are able to see barren bone and noticeable decay, 
but the general form of the animal is still easily recognizable. This is so that we can still 
imagine what the animal looked like in its normal state before this photograph was 
composed. 
In the foreground, we see bare twigs and remnant grasses that are brown and 
presumably dead. Only in a few areas do we see living green grass and even then it is not 
very vibrant. The photographer captures a closed color palette—the areas that are green 
occupy a very small percentage of the frame and the majority of the colors in this 
photograph are some variation of brown with occasional hints of dull red tints in the areas 
where the rhino’s horn was cut off.  The prominence of various shades of brown 
throughout and the absence of saturated colors reinforces the lifelessness of the 
photograph. The tree that the decaying rhino is tethered to is also frayed and appears to 
be breaking where the wire was tied; it was likely stripped and frayed by the rhino 
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struggling in the last moments of its life. The subject of the photograph, the rhino, is dead 
and decaying as is the life surrounding the rhino. This contributes to an overall lifeless 
feel. Overall, light contrast in this photograph is subtle; however, there is a noticeable 
contrast in the top left quadrant of the frame. The sun appears to be low in the sky, 
casting a faded orange tint and long thin shadows. There are small patches of dull light 
that hit the rhino on it’s side, head, and where the bone is exposed on its nose. The small 
bit of light that hits the side of the rhino helps to subtly break up the frame, separating the 
rhino from the ground, as the rhino and the soil are very similar in color. The majority of 
the photograph is composed in a shadow where the rhino rests. Capturing this picture 
while the sun is low in the sky results in a softer photograph with less intense contrast 
and subtler hues. 
There is visible texture throughout the photograph, especially in the soil and in the 
rhino’s skin. Both the rhino’s skin and the soil appear dull and dry, as if they are about to 
crack at any moment. The rhino’s skin has scratches on the spine and appears very 
lumpy. Similarly, the soil forms small mounds, but they are much more discrete than the 
lumpy form of the rhino, which reorients our attention. Lines are very strong on the 
rhino’s body and the misshapen spine, but they are otherwise less defined throughout. 
Overall, the composition is asymmetrically balanced, as the rhino occupies the majority 
of the frame while still being balanced relative to the rest of the frame. These and other 
formal elements all contribute to the carefully crafted composition of this photograph. 
We are not accustomed to seeing a rhino in this state—we are used to rhinos 
standing tall with their projecting horns ready to take on anything that comes their way.  
The photographer Brent Stirton frames this photograph from above to contrast this typical 
view and to give us a new perspective of this charismatic animal. With a strategic use of 
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light and color, Stirton creates a focal point at the area where the horn was cut off—your 
eye is immediately brought to this unavoidable void. This void is the whole purpose of 
the photograph: a rhino without its horn is something less than the whole. The body that 
used to hold up this horn is no longer strong. The rhino is deprived of its distinctive 
feature and the results are fatal. The prominence of the wire makes it clear that this 
animal did not die from natural causes, but as result of poaching. By capturing this photo 
primarily in shadow, Stirton minimizes contrast and keeps the colors less saturated 
contributing the lifeless decaying feel that is so critical to the message of the photograph. 
This photograph communicates in one image what would take many words to describe. It 
aims to tell us that humans have become the dominant beings capable of taking a rhino’s 
life for a small portion of its body. The resulting image is as devastating as the rhino’s 
conservation status. 
Stirton’s photograph is just one image from a growing body that is used to 
communicate conservation issues. Photographs are particularly powerful tools for 
communication because they transcend social barriers. Regardless of the language, the 
ethnicity, or background, the viewer can see an image and receive its message instantly. 
That is why images have been used so frequently to educate various audiences of social 
issues and to motivate social change. Particularly, photography has been used to address 
social issues such as war, racial inequality, poverty, endangered cultures, diseases, and 
environmental degradation. Recently, the use of photography to bring awareness to 
environmental and cultural issues and to promote the conservation of biodiversity and 
cultural diversity has become increasingly prominent. This thesis places emphasis on the 
conservation of biodiversity, but will also touch upon cultural conservation.  
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In a constantly developing world, disconnect with nature continues to expand 
while human connection with the technological world intensifies. While our fundamental 
disconnect with the natural world has led to negative effects, such as clear-cutting forests 
for economic gain, we can use our increasing attachment to technology and media to our 
advantage. As conservation photography becomes more recognized in the media, a large 
and diverse audience will be exposed to conservation issues. Exposure is the first step to 
getting people to think about conservation issues. The repeated exposure to photographs 
composed by skilled conservation photographers can serve as a catalyst to motivate 
positive change in light of conservation, which is ultimately the goal of conservation 
photography. Media has a strong influence on our society, and if conservation 
photography receives increased attention in the media, the influence of conservation 
photography will grow.  
Why should we care about conserving earth’s biodiversity in the first place? As 
National Geographic Photographer Joel Sartore explains, “It’s folly to think that we can 
doom half of all species to extinction and not have it bite us hard” (Sartore 2013). 
Conserving biodiversity preserves resources that we depend on, including food and 
medicine, important ecosystem services such as clean air and water, spiritual and 
religious connections to the environment, and knowledge that has yet to be attained 
Sartore 2013). To comprehensively describe why we should conserve biodiversity would 
require a thesis in itself; however, this thesis is more focused on addressing how we get 
people to care about conserving biodiversity. There are far more reasons to conserve 
biodiversity than we have ways to effectively communicate. It is clear that we need a way 
to communicate information to the greatest number of people with maximum impact. We 
need an effective way to make people pay attention to the many conservation issues 
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facing Earth. Photography is a key vehicle for connecting people around the world to 
conservation issues.  
Conservation biology as a field has important parallels with the emergence of 
conservation photography. Conservation biology is a relatively newly defined discipline 
of the sciences, emerging primarily as a discipline to address the human impact on 
ecosystems and the resulting loss of biological diversity (Soulé 1985). The ultimate goal 
of conservation biology is to provide an understanding of the issues facing ecosystems 
and species on Earth and to give suggestions for reducing the impact of many of these 
issues (Soulé 1985). Though just recently defined, the practice of conservation biology 
predates science itself (Soulé 1985). This is similar to conservation photography in that 
conservation photography is a very recently defined field, but the use of photography to 
advance conservation antedates any formal recognition of social documentary 
photography. Also, like conservation photography, conservation biology is highly 
interdisciplinary in nature. The research of conservation biologists has important 
implications for governmental policy, and government agencies often look to 
conservation biologists for advice when making decisions (Soulé 1985). In order to 
convey their research and the urgency of environmental issues, conservation biologists 
can look to conservation photographers to help advance their research and conservation 
message. We know that conservation biologists and conservation photographers cannot 
turn back the clock and reverse environmental degradation, but by joining forces, 
conservation biologists and photographers can promote positive change for Earth’s 
biodiversity. Scientists and photographers are coming together in the current state of 
massive environmental degradation to promote biodiversity health.  
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This thesis first addresses how photography has been used to advance social 
change and examines the importance of photography as an art form (Chapter 1). The 
unity of art and conservation is explored followed by an investigation of the roots of 
conservation photography leading to its establishment as a field (Chapter 2). 
Furthermore, this thesis highlights the work of various conservation photographers who 
have had significant political influence, and ultimately it aims to show why conservation 
photography is a highly influential medium to promote the conservation of biodiversity 
(Chapter 3). To conclude, a portfolio of the author’s photography is presented with 
accompanying descriptions and experiences (Chapter 4).    	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Chapter 1 
The Significance of Photography 
______________________________________________________  	  
Documentary Photography and Photojournalism 
Photography has long been used to document social issues and invite social 
change. Social issues such as poverty, war conditions, and racial and gender inequality 
have all been documented by photography and used to increase awareness. The histories 
surrounding these forms of photography have been extensively written about and will 
only be briefly addressed in this thesis. Rather, the emphasis on this chapter will be 
placed on a recent methodology in sociology, known as photovoice, and how photovoice 
applies to conservation photography. 
 One of the first accepted examples of documentary photography is the 1890 
publication of a book titled “How the Other Half Lives” by reporter Jacob Riis (Clark 
1997). This book documented the New York slum conditions and its publication resulted 
in political effort for improving living conditions including housing, sanitation, and the 
building of public use areas like parks (Ward 2008). Surfacing near the end of the 19th 
century, the publication of Riis’ book marked the beginning of formally recognized 
documentary photography.  
Another prominent example of documentary photography stems from the Great 
Depression Era. As a part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal program the 
Farm Security Administration hired photographers to document rural areas in the United 
States that were particularly hart hit by the Great Depression (Bezner 1999). These 
photographers focused on class inequality and conditions confronting the poor. Of the 
thirteen photographers employed under the Farm Security Administration, Dorothea 
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Lange remains one of the most influential and prominent documentary photographers of 
the Great Depression era. Lange emphasized that she and her team were aiming to 
document the “truth” of the conditions and not to just simply compose photographs 
(Johnson 2004). Lange’s photo, “Migrant Mother” is one of the most recognized 
photographs from the 1930s (Figure 2).  
 
Figure 2: Dorothea Lange, “Migrant Mother,” 1936.  
 
Documentary photography later morphed into what we now recognize as 
photojournalism, and it was defined by photographers such as Cartier-Besson and Charles 
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Moore (Ward 2008). Cartier-Besson placed emphasis on putting the content of his 
photographs in the proper context—Cartier-Besson is recognized as the father of 
photojournalism whose work was often featured in “Life Magazine” (Ward 2008). Moore 
was also published in “Life Magazine” and is often credited for accelerating the Civil 
Rights Act in 1964 based on his photographs of protests that historically took place 
between blacks and whites (Ward 2008). The distinction between documentary 
photography and photojournalism is more a formality, representing a shift from 
emphasizing the documentary aspect of social issues to the more issue driven approach to 
photography. Both documentary photography and photojournalism, however, have been 
shown to drive social change in the past.  
Photography is an effective way to get to the heart of social issues and provides 
an intimate, accurate look into the state of an issue.  A recent two-year study by Elaine 
Bell Kaplan used photography to look into the lives of children living in South Central 
Los Angeles, an area at that is known for its poverty, violence, and poor living conditions 
(Kaplan 2013). Kaplan’s book “We live in the Shadow” provides a first-hand account of 
living conditions, social and family life, and academic life from the perspective of 
children living in South Central Los Angeles (Kaplan 2013). Kaplan (2013) provided 
forty-five kids with disposable cameras and asked them to document the various aspects 
of their daily lives that characterize their community including family life, interactions 
with their friend, and the condition of their environment; the rationale for this method 
stems from the assumption that children living in South Central have developed a 
“complex way of seeing society” from the very bottom of the social hierarchy (Kaplan 
2013).  
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Kaplan’s study is a prime example of using a technique known as photovoice. An 
organization called PhotoVoice is dedicated to this methodology and describes their 
mission as trying to use photography as a means for storytelling so that disadvantaged 
groups in society have the ability to tell their story. In turn, they create a portfolio that 
can effectively communicate their position with the hopes of advancing social change for 
the benefit of the group they represent (Kaplan 2013). The photovoice methodology 
allows us to view particular social conditions from those who understand it best—the 
people who are actually living in the condition being documented. Regarding the 
photovoice methodology Kaplan (2013) contends: 
This pioneering approach brings together the arts, media, development, and social 
change agendas to work with hard-to-read groups on projects that give voice, 
build skills, provide platforms for advocacy, and work towards sustainable 
change. 
 
Through the two year study, Kaplan (2013) found that the photovoice 
methodology was an effective way to analyze and document the living conditions and 
issues facing the children living in South Central and gain a much deeper understanding 
of those issues. Using photovoice, Kaplan could capture the children’s perception of their 
lives in their social status without any external influence. Then Kaplan could show this 
perspective to those in control, inviting them to consider solutions that would likely not 
have surfaced without the firsthand account of the children living in those conditions. The 
photos composed by the children provide an important resource for bringing attention to 
policy makers and they promote a dialogue about issues associated with their living 
conditions. Overall, Kaplan (2013) found that the children were able, through their 
disposable cameras, to bring out sociological themes regarding social inequalities, 
especially those associated with race and social class. The photos were used to bring 
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awareness to social issues in the community and present the findings to policy makers in 
hopes to inspire change. 
 The photovoice methodology is related to documenting conservation issues. 
Pertaining to her role as a photographer during the Great Depression, Dorothea Lange 
proclaims, “we in our work can speak more than of our subject—we can speak with 
them; we can more than speak about our subjects—we can speak for them” (Johnson 
2004). This statement is also true in conservation photography. The subjects of 
conservation photography cannot in most circumstances take photos of themselves and 
convey their condition or perspective to the rest of the word. The subjects of conservation 
photography cannot stand up in a courtroom and fight for change to improve their 
condition. Rather, this is the vital role of the conservation photographer and other 
environmental activists. The conservation photographer, in effect, speaks for his or her 
subject by altering the position of his or her frame, by photographing the subject at a 
strategic time. The conservation photographer alters his or her frame based on how they 
want his or her audience to perceive the subject. This was made evident in the 
photography composed by Brent Stirton of the poached rhino. According to conservation 
photographer Carlton Ward (2008), a conservation photographer possesses the goal to 
portray “social realities with his or her audience, not only to create a document, but also 
to create a means to add dimension to society’s perception.” This parallels documentary 
photography (now considered to be photojournalism) in that the goal of using 
photography in social issues is to both formally document the issue and also provide 
society with a perspective that reflects the views of the photographer. That is why the 
conservation photographer must take great care in photographing environmental issues, 
because he or she will impose his or her perspective of the issues to those viewing his or 
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her photographs. The conservation photographer effectively serves as the voice for 
Earth’s biodiversity—this is a huge responsibility in that conservation photographers are 
both creating a visual story and creating a dialogue around the image. How they use their 
“voice” is critical in advancing sustainable initiatives.  
In general, photography is an important tool in social issues for advancing social 
change. Photography effectively communicates social issues across language barriers and 
different cultural practices (Kaplan 2013). This ability to transcend social barriers rests at 
the heart of photography’s importance. The power of photography in sociology “lies in its 
dual role as an art form and a means to record facts” (Kaplan 2013). According to 
Kaplan, photography “provides an accessible way to define realities, communicate 
perspectives, and raise awareness” of various social issues (Kaplan 2013). Documentary 
photography has historically informed us about the world around us and continues in its 
legacy as photojournalism. While documentary photography and photojournalism have 
been formally recognized longer than conservation photography, we will see later that 
conservation photography in practice has actually been around longer than established 
documentary photography.  
 
Importance of Photography 
Photography is an important visual art that opens our eyes to new ways of seeing 
and interacting with the world. When we look at a photograph, we each bring with us a 
different background, and without realizing it, we begin our own dialogue with that 
photograph. The author of the 1997 book “The Photograph,” Graham Clarke states, “to 
read a photograph, then, is to enter into a series of relationships which are hidden”. It is 
important to consider all possible relationships with a photograph when we are looking at 
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it. We need to remember that a photograph exists because of a photographer and this 
photographer has a particular perspective he or she is attempting to portray, whether it is 
purely aesthetic or more political in nature (Clarke 1997). This is especially critical to 
contemplate when looking at photography that focuses on social issues because we need 
to consider how the photographer is interacting with the subject and altering our 
perception of the subject based on their personal perspective. Photographs alter the way 
we understand the world—the subject of a photograph “exists within a wider body of 
reference and relates to a series of wider histories, at once aesthetic, cultural and social” 
(Clarke 1997). Often, issues that are portrayed in photographs are more complex than 
what can be portrayed in a single frame.  
Photography began as a way to record the world around us and has evolved in 
influence over time. As photographer and writer Jerry Thompson (2013) states,  
“Shouldn’t photography—which began as a hyperdetailed record of our shared 
visible world—provide a close, critical examination of that world, the kind of jarring 
irritant able to rouse viewers out of a complacent, forgetful slumber, and into a wakeful 
regard of what is?” 
 
As Thompson so eloquently puts it, photography has moved from a simple 
documentation of the world around us to an invitation to critically think about the 
circumstances of our present day. Photography wakes us from our current state and can 
bring us to another part of the world. It portrays what is actually happening all around us. 
Without photographs to bring us to other places and times that we cannot experience, we 
would easily grow complacent to our own lives with a tunnel-vision view of only the 
world and circumstances that exist in our immediate vicinity. Photography shapes our 
“present-day understanding” of our world—when we look at a photograph we get an 
intimate view of the vision of the photographer (Thompson 2013).  
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Photography is not only an art form but also a critical tool in communication. It 
has long been used as a tool to document the world around us, and in the right context, 
the role of photography in social issues extends far beyond a simple visual account: “In 
addition to discussions around photography and art, a critical understanding of the 
complexities of the medium can only be accomplished through a consideration of its 
many uses and contexts of social production.” (Sri-Lartini Leet 2001). The involvement 
of photography in social issues and the role of this medium to inspire audiences to think 
about an issue in a new way and ignite change has spanned across numerous disciplines. 
With this role as a communicator comes great responsibility. Dorothea Lange, in an 
interview with Daniel Dixon (1952), refers to the camera as a machine, and the artist 
takes on a responsibility to make the “machine an agent more of good than of evil.” 
Lange (1952) stresses the importance of the photographer to act as an artist who is 
responsible for portraying humanity. This responsibility to accurately portray events and 
the truth of their state is particularly important in photographing social issues.  
When addressing social issues, there must be a fine balance between a 
photographer’s desire to produce an aesthetically pleasing work of art and to portray 
important information. As Thompson (2013) suggests, those photographers who are too 
caught up in the informational aspect of their photo may be called, for example, 
journalistic, while those photographers who only concern themselves with the aesthetics 
of their photographs can be labeled pictorialist. According to Thompson (2013), the most 
fulfilling photographs are those that strike a balance between these two extremes—this 
involves a careful examination of the subject before placing value in the way the subject 
is being portrayed. When photographing issues such as biodiversity loss, the 
photographer must be sure to properly convey the urgency of the issue while also paying 
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close attention to the overall visual appeal of the photograph. This careful balance applies 
to all forms of social photography if a lasting impact is to be achieved. 
A major reason photographs are such effective drivers of social change is because 
they create both an instant and a lasting impact. Author Erroll Fuller compiles images of 
animals that are now extinct but have been captured on film. He explains the importance 
of photographs in particular in this brief anecdote: 
Some years ago, I wrote a book about extinct birds that used mostly paintings but 
also the odd photo. Some of the paintings were quite wonderful—by Audubon 
and Rembrandt—but I noticed that when people looked through the book, they’d 
always stop at the photographs. They’d start moving the book closer to their eyes, 
as if that would give them more information than they were getting. There’s 
something about a photograph that grabs people’s attention in a way that paintings 
don’t (Wright 2014).  
 
I would like to emphasize the final statement: “There’s something about a 
photograph that grabs people’s attention in a way that paintings don’t.” This is an 
essential point. There are other forms of visual art, from dance to paintings, but we tend 
to connect more to the truth of photographs. Photographs capture a moment of a current 
reality that can be shown to anyone in the world. Living in a culture that is naturally 
attracted to images, it is important for photographers to carefully choose images that we 
allow to surface in the media. Since our media is mostly image-based, those trying to 
raise awareness of a particular issue will vastly increase their visibility by sharing images 
in the media (Blewitt 2013). For example, the majority of us have likely encountered 
pictures or film of the giant panda, but few of us have ever encountered a giant panda. 
We easily identify with giant pandas because we have been repeatedly exposed to images 
of the giant panda and through those images we gain an appreciation for the panda and 
awareness of their conservation status. We share a universal connection with 
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photographs. This connection makes photography one of the most powerful tools for 
widespread education.  
While we connect to a photograph in an instant, we need to be careful not to 
spend only an instant looking at the photograph and processing it. Art historian Michael 
Baxandall (1985) notes that looking at a picture can provide a general overview of its 
content, but this overview is imprecise. Photographs are efficient for communicating 
information, and since we are constantly inundated with images, it is easy to glance over 
them and move on. When examining photography that deals with social issues or 
conservation issues, a careful consideration of the subject and the implications for that 
subject is desirable for maximum impact. We also must take care when commenting on 
photographs since “we do not explain pictures . . . rather, we explain pictures only in so 
far as we have considered them under some verbal description or specification” 
(Baxandall 1985). Textual explanation alone can never do justice to the depth of visual 
connections that can be found in a photograph. In other words, there is no number of 
words describing a photograph that will have the same impact as the photograph itself.  	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Chapter 2 
The Foundations of Conservation Photography 
______________________________________________________  
 
 
Art and Conservation Science 
Science and art have long shared a symbiotic relationship. Art has served as an 
important medium for communication in science, and science has also inspired art. 
Science and art build off of one another and do so in a way that advances each discipline. 
Looking back to the first voyage of the HMS Endeavour (1768-1771) lead by Captain 
James Cook, we can see how art has historically shared a critical relationship with 
scientific discovery (Cafferty 2011). On this voyage, Captain Cook brought along 
naturalists and the artist Sydney Parkinson who served as the botanical illustrator 
(Natural History Museum). Parkinson made a total of 674 outline drawings and 269 
complete paintings, which are now housed at the Natural History Museum and are still 
being used in scientific research (Cafferty 2011). Without Parkinson’s sketches and 
paintings, we would not have such an accurate depiction of the species discovered 
throughout the voyage, many of which are now considered rare. Parkinson’s artwork 
played an important role in communicating the events and discoveries that took place 
aboard the famous voyage of the HMS Endeavour. Art has historically contributed to 
scientific discovery and is increasingly recognized as an important tool for 
communicating scientific research.   
Art has the ability to connect to a diverse audience on a distinct level. It presents 
conservation issues in a novel way by evoking emotional bonds with its diverse audience 
(Jacobson et al. 2007). Conservation outreach tends to have an emphasis on scientific 
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research, which is appropriate, as it provides the basis for our understanding of 
conservation issues. Scientific research provides critical insights into conservation issues 
such as data on species’ risk of endangerment or extinction, the factors most influencing 
biodiversity loss, and potential methods to help reverse trends in biodiversity loss. 
However, scientists often have trouble conveying the importance of their findings outside 
of the scientific community (Ward 2008). This is where art can greatly empower 
conservation research and awareness. In the article “The Future of Science…Is Art”, 
Jonah Lehrer, a proponent of uniting science and the humanities, best summarizes this 
relationship between art and conservation when he asserts, “By heeding the wisdom of 
the arts, science can gain the kinds of new insights and perspectives that are the seed of 
scientific progress” (Lehrer 2008). By complementing the sciences with the arts, an 
interdisciplinary approach to conservation outreach is gained. This results in exposure to 
a larger and more diverse audience, which can invite new conversations and solutions to 
conservation issues (Jacobson et al. 2007). Art can effectively serve a “vehicle for 
science” as it engages the both public and policy-makers to unite in the name of 
conservation (Ward 2008). Studying conservation biology is already interdisciplinary in 
nature, and increasing conservation awareness also benefits from interdisciplinary tactics.  
Scientists continue to recognize the role art can play in effectively communicating 
their research and expanding their audience. To analyze how scientists are responding to 
the use of art to communicate their research, Curtis et al. (2012) surveyed scientists and 
research students at the conclusion of the annual conference of the Ecological Society of 
Australia (ESA) on their response to a series of visual art exhibitions and performances 
related to ecology. The data show that over 85 percent of the ecologists and rising 
ecologists at the conference viewed art as a favorable method to use in a scientific 
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environment, and half of those individuals could see art being a potential tool for 
communicating scientific research (Curtis et al. 2012). The results of this study show that 
scientists recognize the potential of art in effectively communicating their research to a 
broader audience.  
Art takes on a variety of forms including paintings, dance, music, poetry, 
sculpture, and photography. All of these art forms can be used to advance the 
conservation movement. Artists often draw inspiration from the natural environment, and 
by doing so, art invites appreciation for the natural environment with potential 
implications for its preservation (Curtis 2009). In any form, art can connect different 
sectors of society to the natural environment. In figure three, the natural environment is 
represented by the gray circles surrounding the chain of events and the arrows represent 
interactions between artists and those who connect art to the public (extensionist), and in 
turn those who interact with the environment. The chain of inspiration begins with the 
natural environment and returns to the natural environment—a cycle that mirrors ecology 
in its connectedness. 
 
Figure 3: Summary diagram of ‘chains of inspiration’ (Curtis 2009).  
 
influenced or inspired by particular art,
the art providing an emotional affinity
towards the environment. The chains
then progressed to the artists who cre-
ated the art, and to the artists who had
influenced or inspired them. All of the
chains ended up with the natural envi-
ronment from which the artists drew
their inspiration. Some chains began
with people who worked on the non-
human environment and progressed
directly to artists, without intermediar-
ies. The direction of flow of the inspira-
tion was in both directions. Figure 8
summarises all the interviewdata, show-
ing the various ‘chains of inspiration’.
Discussion
The set of interviews revealed that
one major effect of the arts on people
is to provide a sense of connectedness
to the natural environment, fostering
an emotional relationship with it. Both
those working on the environment
and in the arts frequently referred to
an artwork as ‘inspiring’ them. The
results therefore beg two questions:
(1) what is ‘inspiration’ and (2) can
the process of inspiration and creating
an emotional affinity towards the envi-
ronment lead to pro-environmental
behaviour? Each of these questions is
now considered.
Creating inspiration
The Oxford Dictionary (Hughes et al.
1995, p. 584) defines ‘inspiration’ as:
1a a supposed creative force or
influence on poets, artists, musi-
cians, etc. stimulating the produc-
tion of works of art. b a person,
principle, faith, etc. stimulating
artistic ormoral fervour and creativ-
ity. c a similar divine influence sup-
posed to have led to the writing of
Scripture etc. 2 a sudden brilliant,
creative, or timely idea.
and ‘inspire’ as:
1 stimulate or arouse (a person) to
esp. creative activity, esp. by sup-
posed divine or supernatural
agency … 2a animate (a person)
with a feeling. b instil (a feeling)
into a person etc. c create (a feel-
ing) in a person. 3 prompt; give rise
to… (Hughes et al. 1995, p. 584)
It is evident from the interviews that
the artists were variously stimulated or
animated by direct observation of the
natural environment, that the environ-
ment instilled a feeling of affinity
towards it, and was a creative force for
their work. For some, the natural envi-
ronment also instilled a sense of spiri-
tual connection. All of these responses
Figure 5. Sculptures by William Ricketts,
at William Ricketts Sanctuary, Dandenong
Ranges near Melbourne, photo October 2003.
This attracts visits by tens of thousands of peo-
ple every year. Ricketts left Melbourne to live
in the Dandenongs in the 1930s where he
worked for the rest of his life. His sculptures
are set in a bushland setting and reflect his
passionate concern for Australia’s natural
environment and its Indigenous inhabitants,
and the strong sense of spirituality that he
found in both.
Figure 6. Sirocco performance of The
Wetlands Suite: A Celebration of the Macqua-
rie Marshes. Source: Bill O’Toole. This was
performed in the marshes in September 1993,
to an audience of about 1000 people and
broadcast by satellite to an estimated audi-
ence of 50 million people via Radio Australia
across Asia and the South Pacific. Eric Rolls
wrote that as the rich music flooded out, it
‘seemed that the marshes themselves had
begun to sing’. Music revealed the value of the
marshes.
Fig 7. Su ary diagr m of ‘chains of inspiration’. For simplicity, the arrows are in one
direction, however in reality the chains of inspiration often flow in both directions.
F E A T U R E
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Of the many art forms that exist, images are particularly important for 
communicating conservation issues. One study at Oregon State University found the use 
of a traveling art exhibit called Seeing the Forest, which exhibited mostly paintings and 
photographs, was an effective way to get a larger audience more involved and aware of 
forestry issues as well as to alter their perspectives (Withrow-Robin et al. 2002). Oregon 
State University Extension foresters aimed to increase awareness and influence new 
viewers by challenging their own values and viewpoints, using art as their primary 
strategy (Withrow-Robin et al. 2002). They cited their reason to use art as: 
Art is immediate and emotional and can transcend cultures and values, reaching 
new audiences. It elicits reactions that conventional Extension education methods 
simply cannot. It presents many possibilities and has the capacity to both inform 
and open new avenues for dialogue. Art can be a catalyst for conservation, 
sparking discussion of a forestry issue while buffering personal attacks. 
 
Art extends itself to a large, diverse audience by inviting new and influential 
conversations, and it tends to do so on an emotional level. The researcher’s method of 
using art to promote conservation is justified by the results of their study. More than 
65,000 people attended the exhibit and were asked to fill out a questionnaire at the 
conclusion of their visit (Withrow-Robin et al. 2002). While not every attendee filled out 
the questionnaire, the analysis of those who did provide compelling evidence of the 
power of art to portray the beauty of nature, the issues facing nature, and the importance 
to induce change (Withrow-Robin et al. 2002). Of the respondents, 86 percent 
respondents considered the exhibit to successfully portray Oregon’s forest diversity, 77 
percent firmly believed the exhibit enhanced their knowledge of issues facing the forest, 
and over 70 percent could identify the main issues being addressed in the exhibit 
(Withrow-Robin et al. 2002). This study demonstrates the importance of art in connecting 
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a diversity of people to conservation issues and effectively changing their viewpoint 
towards a particular issue. 
Additional research validates the ability of art to promote conservation.  A study 
carried about by David Curtis (2009) interviewed both artists (including visual artists, 
performing artists) and those working in natural resource management to assess the 
ability of art to connect with the environment. In these interviews, art that aimed to 
connect viewers with the environment were described as, “making the ‘invisible visible’ 
by reevaluating parts of the natural world; evoking an emotional response,” and also by 
influencing mental attitudes towards the environment by “enhancing respect and 
appreciation of the natural environment and providing insights and different ways of 
seeing the natural environment” (Curtis 2009). A major finding of the study is that art 
connects viewers to the natural environment and in turn evokes an emotional bond 
(Curtis, 2009). This emotional bond affirms conservation efforts in the minds of viewers. 
Bill O’Toole (as cited in Cloutier 2012) captures the ability of art to promote 
conservation: “The arts provide a different way of viewing the same thing . . . they can 
turn what is a swamp full of mosquitos and snakes into something that should be saved 
because it is so beautiful.” Connecting people to conservation issues on an emotional 
level increases the likelihood they will remember the issues and get involved. Art is an 
effective way to accomplish this.   
We need to work towards the public perception of the threats to biodiversity to 
align with scientific understanding. Aside from those who critically study environmental 
issues, our understanding of those issues are based on a narrow range of information that 
is largely shaped by the media (Clayton and Myers 2009). Understanding environmental 
issues in depth requires a deep understanding of ecological processes, which are difficult 
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for the average person to wrap his or her head around. However, in order for people to 
make informed decisions, they need to understand something about the environment, and 
it has been shown that using vivid imagery is one the most effective ways to do so 
(Clayton and Meyers 2009). Conveying scientific understanding through visual art is one 
of the most effective methods for extending scientific thought to a diverse audience. This 
is particularly important when trying to portray complex ecological issues such as the 
loss of biodiversity to a large audience.  
 
Historical Conservation Photography 
 Photography has long been used to change our perception and connect us to the 
natural environment. Even before the advent of documentary photography and 
photojournalism, photography was being used to empower conservation of the natural 
environment. Despite conservation photography being a newly defined field, there are 
recorded examples of photography catalyzing the political protection of natural areas as 
the environmental movement took root in America (Ward 2008). As early as the 
establishment of the first natural preserve in America, the role of photography in 
conservation is evident. In the early 1850s settlers began to move into Yosemite Valley 
and started to talk of preserving the land for scenic enjoyment to prevent it from 
exploitation (Cahn 1981). At the same time, technological advances were emerging in the 
photography world, and landscape photography and paintings of Yosemite Valley helped 
spark conversation about the “majestic” area throughout the country (Cahn 1982). In the 
late 1850s Carleton Watkins began to take photographs of Yosemite and these 
photographs were presented to Senator John Connes of California when the Yosemite 
Bill for the protection of Yosemite was being debated (Cahn 1981). It is said that Senator 
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Connes passed around Watkins’ photographs to the senate, and this action of showing the 
photographs to the senate supported the bill, which was enacted by Congress shortly after 
and signed by President Abraham Lincoln on June 29,1864 (Cahn 1981). This marked 
both the first occurrence of a nature preserve being set aside for public use and 
recreational use and the first documented instance of photography being used to motivate 
political action in the name of conservation.  
 Landscape photography and photographers continued to grow in popularity in the 
late 1800s into the twentieth century, as did the establishment of national parks. In 1870, 
the director of the U.S. Geological and Geographical Survey of the Territories, Dr. 
Ferdinand Vandiveer Hayden hired photographer William Henry Jackson to survey the 
Yellowstone Country, and then distributed Jackson’s photographs to congressmen to 
gather support for establishing Yellowstone as a public park (Cahn 1981). Several 
historians have credited Jackson’s views of Yellowstone with shaping national policy in 
the United States (Bossen 1982). Jackson’s photographs were said to “validate the tales 
that were told of the natural wonders that existed in North America,” and were so 
impressive to the United States Congress that they were convinced Yellowstone should 
be designated a national park (Bossen 1982). On the first of March 1872, the first 
national park in the world Yellowstone National Park was signed into existence by 
President Ulysses Grant (Cahn 1981). A historian of Yellowstone National Park H.M. 
Chittenden affirms the role Jackson’s photography played in the establishment of 
Yellowstone in his observation: 
The photographs were of immense value. Description might exaggerate, but the 
camera told the truth; and in this case the truth was more remarkable than 
exaggeration . . . they did a work no other agency could do and doubtless 
convinced everyone who saw them that the region where such wonders existed 
should be carefully preserved for the public to follow forever (Bossen 1982). 
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The “truth” that Chittenden speaks of further demonstrates the power of 
photography to expose the majesty of natural landscapes and the urgency to protect them. 
Similar to the way Watkins’ photographs were used to persuade the creation of the first 
nature preserve, William Henry Jackson’s photographs were used to support the creation 
of the first national park. Over 130 years prior to the recognition of conservation 
photography as a field, Watkins and Jackson exemplify the true essence of what it means 
to be a conservation photographer by, “working closely with explorers, scientists and 
politicians, their efforts steered public opinion and resulted in lasting protection of natural 
heritage (Ward 2008). Watkins and Jackson would be labeled conservation photographers 
today, but conservation photography had not yet been recognized at their time.  
 Over time, photographic technology has continued to improve, resulting in 
increased portability and accessibility of camera equipment, which allows photographers 
to explore more natural areas and more easily capture landscapes. One such photographer 
was Ansel Adams, one of the most highly regarded photographers to promote 
conservation, who made his mark by photographing landscapes in the American West. 
Adams first journeyed to Yosemite in 1916, where he spent the following years 
photographing Yosemite and other areas of the Sierra including Kings River Canyon 
(Cahn 1981). Particularly motivated to preserve the area, Adams lobbied with his 
photographs in Washington D.C. in the late 1930s (Cahn 1981). After failing to appeal to 
the Senate for some time, Adams decided to compile a book of his photographs from 
Kings Canyon and surrounding areas in a book called “Sierra Nevada: The John Muir 
Trail,” which immediately after its publication he sent to Secretary Ickes (Cahn 1981). 
The following year, Franklin D. Roosevelt supported Congress in legislating the Kings 
Canyon National Park; a Park Service Director wrote in a letter to Adams that, “A silent 
	   	   28	  
but most effective voice in the campaign was your own book Sierra Nevada: The John 
Muir Trail. As long as that book is in existence, it will go on justifying the park” (Cahn 
1981). Adams’ photographs of the Kings Canyon played a critical role in the decision to 
establish the area as a National Park. 
 Adams continued to use his landscape photography to advance the conservation 
of other natural areas throughout the nation. One project in particular had noticeably far-
reaching effects. In 1954, Adams devised a plan to exhibit photographs and text to 
showcase the importance of national parks—the resulting exhibition featured panoramas 
of people within the natural environment. It traveled around the U.S. for seven years 
before being compiled into a Sierra Club book titled “This is American Earth” (Cahn 
1981). This book circulated around the nation and connected people to natural areas 
around the country while enhancing public awareness of environmental issues (Cahn 
1981). Adams’ landscape photography continues to be widely recognized and the legacy 
of his work lives through the maintained use and protection of the National Parks. 
Landscape photography and the national park idea emerged at a similar time, each 
continuing to build off of the other.  
 Following Adams’ influential work, landscape photography continued to flourish 
and the use of photography to influence land policy became increasingly popular. For 
example, photographer George Mass is credited with inspiring the creation of the 
Smokey Mountains National Park, which was established in 1940 (Ward 2008). 
Additionally, Philip Hyde studied under Adams’ photography program and created what 
he called “battle books” to win public support with his photography for Dinosaur 
National Park and the recognition of the Grand Canyon as a critical element of the 
American wilderness (Ward 2008). Historical practices of conservation photography 
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largely mirror the advent of the National Park concept. From these examples, we can see 
that conservation photography has long been used to advance conservation of landscapes 
even before documentary photography was recognized for use in documenting social 
issues. It was not until much later that conservation photography became recognized as a 
formal discipline.  
 
Defining Modern Conservation Photography 
 
Conservation Photography is a relatively newly defined discipline and with 
growing concern for conserving biological and cultural diversity, photographers are 
increasingly turning their lens to sustainability issues. Sustainability issues are primarily 
driven by anthropogenic factors with the most prevalent being habitat destruction, 
overpopulation, overharvesting, invasive species, and pollution. The negative influence 
of humans on biodiversity has been documented over the past 50,000 years, but the rates 
of loss in the past one hundred years have accelerated substantially (Balmford and Bond 
2005). For example, “modern humans have caused the rate of species extinction to 
increase 100 to 1000 times since industrialization and from similar factors half of the 
earth’s 6000 spoken languages will be lost within the next 50 years” (Ward 2008). 
Conservation Photography aims to connect people with these issues and alleviate these 
alarming numbers.  
In the most basic terms, “Conservation photography is simply photography that 
empowers conservation” (Ward 2008). Conservation Photography has a rich history and 
its influence on both the art and scientific worlds is intensifying. Despite conservation 
photography becoming a recently recognized discipline, conservation photography 
actually marked the beginning of using the art of photography to influence social change 
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(Ward, 2008). With the increased prevalence of photographers devoting their careers to 
conservation photography combined with organizations like the International League of 
Conservations Photographers (ILCP), conservation photography as a discipline has 
become increasingly prominent. The ILCP was established in 2005 to develop an 
effective means for communicating conservation awareness while partnering with 
numerous sectors, such as scientists, conservationists, and policy makers (International 
League of Conservation Photographers). The mission of the ILCP's is: 
To further environmental and cultural conservation through ethical photography. 
We believe that awe-inspiring photography is a powerful tool in preserving the 
environment, especially when produced in collaboration with our committed 
Conservation Partners. We aim to replace environmental indifference with a new 
culture of stewardship and passion for our beautiful planet. 
 
The establishment of the ILCP was essential to the acknowledgement of 
conservation photography as its own field. As established in the previous section, the use 
of photography to empower conservation is not a new phenomenon. However, as 
photographers progressively turn their cameras to issues affecting Earth’s biodiversity 
and cultural diversity, the formal recognition of conservation photography as a field 
distinct from wildlife and nature photography was inevitable. ILCP fellow Garth Lenz 
emphasizes the role of the conservation photographer to not only compose a compelling 
image but also to make sure that image inspires change. Lenz contends, “The 
responsibility doesn’t end when you trip the shutter, it actually begins then—then you 
need to make sure those images get before the people who need to see them” 
(International League of Conservation Photographers). Conservation photographers 
commit themselves to the issues they are photographing and then must connect with other 
sectors to bring awareness to the issues at hand. Most often conservation photographers 
work closely with scientists who are researching the issues they are photographing.  
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Conservation photography is crucial in efforts to communicate scientific research 
and promote sustainability to a broad audience. There is often a break between scientific 
research and general public awareness and understanding. This is especially true for 
conservation, but by capturing sustainability issues, photographers are lessening that gap. 
Explorer and film director Céline Cousteau spoke at a Conservation Conference at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison and emphasized the fact that she is not a scientist, but 
rather a communicator. Even though Cousteau is not a scientist, she collaborates with 
scientists and communicates their critical research to an audience larger than the 
scientific community. Her role as a film-maker and a photographer allows her to present 
conservation research, issues, and solutions to a much larger audience than scientists 
could reach on their own. By connecting people to the natural world, Cousteau is doing 
an incredible service to the conservation movement. Cousteau is just one of many 
conservation photographers who dedicate their lives to bringing our attention to the many 
issues facing Earth’s biological and cultural diversity. 
While not a conservation photographer, Paulus Berensohn is an influential artist 
and ecologist, and he claims, “You can be an ecologist, and be an artist. It’s where your 
soul is in relationship to an activity” (Berensohn 2002). Photographers alter their frame 
based on the message they are trying to communicate, and using Berensohn’s (2002) 
words, the conservation photographer’s “soul” is to bring awareness to conservation 
issues and the “activity” is opening the shutter to those issues. Berensohn (2002) does not 
find the more conventional means of politics and economics to be very effective in 
addressing environmental issues, but rather he believes the greatest strength comes from 
the artist who “can help us fall in love with the earth again.” This view has a striking 
resemblance to that of oceanographer and documentary producer Jacques Yves Cousteau 
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who famously said, “People protect what they love.” Conservation photographers care 
deeply about their subjects, and with their camera, they help people fall in love with their 
subjects. Photographers have the unique ability to capture the beauty of the natural world 
and then share it with an audience to instantly capture our attention and desire to protect 
the subjects portrayed. This is the true essence of conservation photography—it 
transcends all social barriers. Extending to a nearly infinite audience, conservation 
photography brings us to the core of the issues and leads us to change our viewpoint to 
want to promote positive change.  
  The conservation photographer attempts to convey a message with his or her 
photograph, and the way the photograph is composed largely determines how a viewer 
will perceive the image. The photographer has the ability to evoke a large range of 
emotions in order to promote conservation. These emotions range from complete 
wonderment of the environments depicted to total revulsion of the practices in these 
environments. Both of these reactions to photography are important as the viewer needs 
to both appreciate the beauty and power of the vast biodiversity that makes up the Earth 
while also protesting its decline. By only presenting photographs depicting devastation to 
specific species and environments, people will likely begin to shut these photographs 
after some time. It is our cognitive tendency to think defensively when our comfort is 
compromised so that we may suppress our knowledge of an environmental issue if that 
issue conflicts with our own personal gratification for continued unsustainable behavior 
(Clayton and Meyers 2009). On the other hand, by only showing photographs that depict 
species or environments in a positive light—by restricting an audience to only the glory 
of the natural world—we are allowing them to bypass the horrors taking place. A fine 
balance between both of these types of photographs is important to advancing the 
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conservation movement. Photographs that are traditionally defined as nature photography 
can, in the right light, be used as conservation photography as long as conservation is the 
end goal for doing so.  
Conservation biology has evolved into a rich discipline with a vast repertoire of 
research that demonstrates the major threats to biodiversity and what can be done to 
reduce the impact of these threats, but conservation biology often lacks a vehicle for 
portraying this information. Conservation photography’s recognition as one of the most 
effective vehicles for communicating sustainability issues resulted in its designation as a 
separate discipline from other forms of photography. Conservation photographer Cristina 
Mittermeier is a one of the founding members of the ILCP, and she is involved with 
spreading awareness about the strengths of conservation photography and protecting 
Earth’s biodiversity. Mittermeier (2005) stresses the importance of the conservation 
photographer to “showcase both the vanishing beauty of our planet and its disappearing 
spirit” by putting images “to work.” Increasing numbers of photographers have devoted 
their professional careers solely to conservation photography and, in turn, they have 
attempted to put their photos “to work” as Mittermeier (2005) emphasizes. Since the 
establishment of the International League of Conservation Photographers, conservation 
photographers have had a positive influence on the conservation movement.  	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Chapter 3 
The Influence of Conservation Photography 
______________________________________________________  
 
 
Modern Conservation Photography 
 
Only in the past decade has conservation photography been formally recognized, 
and since then, the influence of conservation photographers has been far-reaching. A 
study by Bruce Farnsworth (2011) found that conservation photographers are some of the 
most qualified and progressive educators of conservation issues. This particular study 
calls for increased use of conservation photography in the classroom, but this finding 
extends beyond the classroom setting. Conservation photographers are effective 
educators, and this is a primary reason why they are so valuable to communicating 
scientific research and promoting conservation of biodiversity and the ethnosphere 
(Farnsworth 2011). Like the conservation photographers before them, namely Carleton 
Watkins, William Henry Jackson, and Ansel Adams, the work of modern conservation 
photographers has resulted in success stories across the globe.  
There are numerous instances that demonstrate photography’s influence in 
conservation decisions. It is difficult to say with certainty that photographs have single-
handedly determined the outcome of a major conservation debate, but there is evidence to 
show that photographs have played a critical role in conservation decisions. Though not 
really recognized at the time, photography has been influencing our opinions towards the 
natural environment even before the establishment of formal documentary photography 
(Ward 2008). Contemporary examples of conservation photography bringing awareness 
to environmental issues and inspiring change reaffirm the critical role that conservation 
photography plays in the conservation movement.  
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A prominent example of a contemporary conservation photographer advancing 
the conservation movement is Peter Dombrovskis. Dombrovskis is a Tasmanian 
photographer whose photography was crucial in halting the proposed construction of the 
Franklin dam in the 1980s that would have otherwise resulted in devastating effects to the 
Tasmanian wilderness (Mittermeier 2005). Prior to Dombrovskis’ fight for halting the 
construction of the dam, the Tasmanian government dammed two rivers, the Huon and 
the Serpentin, resulting in the loss of Lake Pedder, which in turn resulted in significant 
losses of biodiversity in the area. When another dam was proposed on the Franklin River, 
Dombrovskis organized a protest with his own work and that of other photographers 
(Mittermeier 2005). Dombrovskis set out to capture the heart of Tasmania and “the 
modest beauty and tranquility reflected in his images were enough to turn public opinion” 
(Mittermier 2005). This provides a clear example of modern day conservation 
photography influencing the public to reject an environmentally devastating proposition.  
Conservation photographer and member of the ILCP Michel “Nick” Nichols 
worked on a project with Michael Fay called “Megatransect,” which prompted the two 
photographers to spend two years trekking across remote Africa from the Congo to the 
coast of Gabon (Ward 2008). This is a particularly influential project that had an 
enormous outcome in the light of conservation. When the photographs from the 
“Megatransect” project were showed to the president of Gabon, El Hadj Omar Bongo, 
“he decided to create a system of thirteen national parks, the most significant 
conservation result to have been inspired by photography in recent decades” (Ward 
2008). The joint effort of Nichols and Fay to photograph the remote areas of Africa 
resulted in the establishment of a large area of national parks. This example is 
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reminiscent of the efforts of less contemporary conservation photographers such as 
William Henry Jackson whose photos also inspired the establishment of a national park.  
Yet another prominent example of influential conservation photography is that of 
Robert Ketchum. Ketchum’s photography was celebrated for aiding with the protection 
of Alaska’s Tongass National Forest. With the publication of a series of books and art 
exhibitions, Ketchum successfully influenced the passing of conservation laws (Ketchum 
2007). Ketchum’s work allows us to understand the direct impact of conservation 
photography on protecting ecosystems. The photographs that Ketchum composed in the 
temperate woods of Southeast Alaska directly persuaded Congress to implement the 
protection from logging of over one million acres of old growth forest (Ketchum 2007). 
We can literally measure his success in acres.  
Though not a conservation photographer, Zygmunt Plater used photography to 
promote conservation in a highly influential Supreme Court case pertaining to 
endangered species. Plater held a lecture at Lake Forest College and spoke about the 
Supreme Court case TVA v. Hill, which proposed the building of the Tellico Dam in a 
river that was inhabited by a small fish called the snail darter, which was listed as 
endangered under the Endangered Species Act of 1973. Plater was a petitioner and 
attorney in the case. The court case took place shortly after the establishment of the 
Endangered Species Act and the construction of the Dam would violate section 7, which 
prohibited any action that would jeopardize a species or a species habitat that was listed 
under the Endangered Species Act. Plater cited a moment in the courtroom that illustrates 
the power of a single photograph. A photo of the fish was passed out to everyone 
involved in the case, and Plater described how the entire nature of the courtroom 
changed. Plater said, “They were now looking into the eyes of the fish.” Plater credited 
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the photo as a major reason the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of the protection of the 
snail darter’s habitat. Despite the Tellico Dam ultimately being constructed four years 
later, the photograph of the snail darter was still highly influential in the initial decision to 
reject the building of the Tellico Dam. This demonstrates that when we are looking into 
the eyes of an animal that could be jeopardized by our actions, we start to think about the 
issue in a new light. Seeing a photograph of an animal connects us to that animal without 
ever having to come into direct contact with it. That is the power of conservation 
photography.  
The influence of conservation photography is just recently being formally 
recognized and will continue to grow as the need for sustainability intensifies. Current 
efforts in conservation photography include online efforts such as ARKive.org, which 
uses photography to document endangered species in an online database, and 
Blueearth.org, which links photography with the mission to make a positive difference 
for the natural world. The ILCP continues to organize Rapid Assessment Visual 
Expeditions (RAVE), which results in a team traveling to an area that has not been 
extensively documented or is of great conservation concern, and these images are rapidly 
spread for maximum impact (Farnsworth 2011). These RAVEs will likely increase in 
popularity. A recent book published by Joel Sartore, titled “RARE,” provides a 
photographic account of some of the most endangered species on our planet. Sartore is 
dissatisfied with our focus on charismatic animals when discussing conservation efforts 
and our tendency to bypass less alluring animals like bugs. In “RARE,” Sartore (2010) 
photographs endangered species on black or white backgrounds in an effort to give all 
endangered species equal consideration. ARKive.org and Sartore’s book are a few of the 
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many efforts to continue to document and bring awareness to the threats to Earth’s rich 
biodiversity.  
 
Conservation Photography: The Ethnosphere 
 
Loss of biodiversity is not the only problem we are facing. We are also 
experiencing a significant loss of languages and cultural diversity. It is estimated that 40 
percent of languages are endangered, with indigenous languages and cultures being the 
most threatened (Harrison, 2007). While not directly comparable to biodiversity loss, as a 
point of reference, this rate is higher than that of threatened mammals at 18 percent 
(Harrison, 2007). In an increasingly globalized world, cultural diversity and language 
diversity will continue to decline. This is another major conservation concern so 
conservation photographers have also turned their cameras to these issues in the 
ethnosphere. Anthropologist Wade Davis provides an unparalleled definition of the 
ethnosphere:  
The ethnosphere is the sum total of all thoughts and dreams, myths, ideas, 
inspirations, and intuitions brought into being by the human imagination since the 
dawn of consciousness…Every language is an old growth forest of the mind, a 
watershed of thought, an ecosystem of spiritual possibilities (Ward 2008).  
 
When we lose a language, we are not only losing that language but also what it 
means to speak that language. When we speak a language, we perceive the world through 
that language. When we loose a language, we also lose a way of perceiving the world. 
With the loss of a language, we also lose the knowledge associated with that language 
including knowledge of the environment. In many areas, environmental issues are heavily 
linked to cultural issues, which intensifies conservation concerns in these areas. The 
effects of global environmental issues such as climate change are not exclusive to 
biodiversity—climate change has also had adverse effects on many cultures, especially 
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cultures that reside by the sea (Carrey and Beavers 2008). In addition to climate change, 
other issues that we commonly regard as detrimental to wildlife, such as deforestation 
and habitat fragmentation, have also had hard-hitting effects on the ethnosphere (Gade 
1996). In the same way that protecting land can indirectly result in the protection of 
cultures, protecting cultures can also result in the preservation of the land they occupy 
(Rainer 2007). Ecosystem conservation and cultural conservation share an intimate 
relationship.  
An example of conservation photography promoting cultural conservation is the 
work of ILCP member Christina Mittermeier who is concerned with protecting 
indigenous tribes in the southern Amazon (Ward 2008). Mittermeier recognizes the 
parallels that often exist between ecosystem threats and threats to indigenous cultures. 
She remarks, “Indigenous people have roughly one-third of the underdeveloped land in 
the Amazon. Ensuring their cultural survival will greatly help ensure the survival of that 
environment” (Mittermeier 2007). A major threat to the indigenous tribes of the southern 
Amazon include proposed hydroelectric dams, which would ultimately devastate the 
Xingú River, resulting in flooding and pollution in the areas where the Kayapó 
indigenous nation primarily resides (Mittermeier 2007). Since the early 1990s, 
Mittermeier has been documenting the Kayapó and their struggle to keep their river free 
from hydroelectric damming (Ward 2008). Mittermeier’s photographs have been 
extensively represented in the mainstream media and since the start of Mittermeier’s 
efforts, the proposed dam has been rejected and the Kayapó indigenous nation has been 
preserved (Ward 2008). Without the repetition of Mittermeier's photographs in the media, 
there would not be such heightened awareness of the issue and the dam would have likely 
already been constructed.  
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Balance in Conservation and Nature Photography and other Issues 
 
Recall the statement in Peter Thompson’s (2013) book, “Why Photography 
Matters” about how photography is critical in shaping our present-day understanding: 
Shouldn’t photography—which began as a hyperdetailed record of our shared 
visible world—provide a close, critical examination of that world, the kind of jarring 
irritant able to rouse viewers out of a complacent, forgetful slumber, and into a wakeful 
regard of what is? 
 
 This statement is particularly relevant to conservation photography. Conservation 
photographers are faced with the challenge of inspiring audiences to remove themselves 
from the way they live their life and force them away from the complacency that often 
inhibits us from making change in the name of sustainability. Those who are exposed to 
conservation photography need to be roused out their “forgetful slumber, and into a 
wakeful regard of what is” (Thompson 2013). But we have to be careful. Imagery that is 
too disturbing can have the opposite effect that is intended by conservation 
photographers. Psychologists show that, “adaptive responses are encouraged by medium 
levels of arousal, but inhibited by over arousal (Clayton and Meyers 2009). Emotion may 
encourage attention, but emotional biases may interfere with people’s ability to evaluate 
environmental issues adaptively” (Clayton and Meyers 2009). Our own psychological 
defenses can get in the way of our “rational perception of environmental realities” 
(Clayton and Meyers 2009). When this occurs we may move in the opposite direction of 
conservation efforts. This is why a strong balance needs to take place between the more 
issue orientated aspects of traditionally defined conservation photography and nature 
photography.  
Joel Sartore differentiates conservation photography from nature photography, in 
his statement “The nature photograph shows a butterfly on a pretty flower. The 
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conservation photograph shows the same thing, with a bulldozer coming at it the 
background” (International League of Conservation Photographers). While this is an 
effective way to distinguish conservation photography as a field from nature 
photography, I don’t think the relationship is necessarily this black and white. I think the 
image of a butterfly sitting on a flower that Sartore references is also important to 
conservation photography. If we are only exposed to imagery that is too disturbing, as 
Clayton and Meyers (2009) point out, we will try to put the conservation issues out of our 
mind. Like Thompson (2013) remarks, a balance needs to be struck between pictorialist 
and journalistic photography, photography focusing only on aesthetics, and photography 
only focusing on issues. There needs to be a balance between demonstrating the 
conservation issue while still showcasing the aesthetic qualities of Earth’s biodiversity. 
This balance is crucial to communicating conservation issues through photography.   
Additionally, our perceptions of events and what is going on in the world are 
largely affected by the cognitive availability of these events (Clayton and Meyers 2009). 
In other words, when we have repeated exposure to an event or encounter in a memorable 
manner, we are more likely to think about the events—they become more available to us. 
A complex event like the loss of biodiversity on earth can be really hard to visualize and 
therefore hard to process (Clayton and Meyers 2009). This is where conservation 
photographers are vital to conveying the state of biodiversity loss to a wide audience. We 
are a species that relies heavily on our vision to take in information and understand the 
world around us. We are far more likely to remember an event if it is repeatedly covered 
in the media and if we have visual reference to the event (Clayton and Meyers 2009). It is 
not by chance that Al Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth became so popular in conveying the 
effects of global warming—the strategic use of vivid imagery brought awareness to the 
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dangers of climate change (Clayton and Meyers 2009). In the same way, conservation 
photographers focus on a particular environmental issue and then create an image to help 
them communicate the issue. By encountering these images in the media, people can 
better process the issues associated with a complex event like global biodiversity loss. 
Too much repetition of an image can reduce its impact, as it will be dulled through 
extensive exposure (Thompson 2013). In other words, if an issue is too commonly 
portrayed, it will lose its intended effect.  
Conservation photographers must also take care to portray conservation issues, 
while also conveying what can be done to improve the situation. When someone feels 
that they cannot do anything to improve a particular situation, they begin to deny that the 
situation even exists (Clayton and Meyers 2009). When conservation photographers 
inform their audience of what they can do to reduce a threat they will likely be far more 
successful in communicating the issue and inviting their audience to respond to it. 
Context in conservation photography and proper captioning on conservation photographs 
can be vital in advancing the particular cause.   
While photography is commonly regarded as creating a direct truthful 
representation of its subject, deception in photography an be problematic. When 
photographers choose to exclude a particular aspect of their subject, they may be giving 
their audience a false sense of the truth. For example, when photographers capture a 
landscape without people, it can be a distortion of what is actually the reality of the scene 
(Blewitt 2013). Conservation photographers are constantly concerned with the way their 
photos are interpreted. Particularly for conservation photographers who are assigned to 
photograph animals that are typically feared by humans, the way they portray the animal 
is vital to the intended message. For example, conservation photographer Brian Skerry 
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spends a lot of his time photographing sharks. He tries to portray sharks in a way that 
contrast our perception of sharks as human flesh hungry monsters, a perception that has 
been created in the media by movies such as “Jaws”. Figure four shows a photograph of a 
tiger shark near the surface of the water with three bar jacks swimming past it. The bar 
jacks actually cast a shadow on the face of the shark; this contributes to the stillness of 
the photograph and contrasts the common portrayal of sharks as human hungry monsters 
of the sea.  
 
Figure 4: Tiger Shark with Bar Jacks. Photo by Brian Skerry 
 
 
Conclusion  
A 2007 issue of American Photo titled “Assignment Earth: How Photography Can 
Help Save the Planet” showcases numerous conservation photographers and their 
influence in advancing sustainability. The introduction to the portfolios of conservation is 
written by James Balog, a conservation photographer focused on documenting and 
	   	   44	  
bringing awareness to climate change. In this introduction, Balog (2007) captures the true 
essence of the value of photography in the conservation movement: 
Photography can help us remember and reclaim our identities as part of the 
natural world. The photographic act is an act of love, forcing the imagemaker to 
stop, look, and look again, to feel whatever it is he or she has seen, and perhaps 
even to assimilate some aspect of the scene into the core of his or her being. . . 
Photography is thus an anecdote to the disorientation of our time; it replaces 
fragmentation with focus, forgetting with memory, indifference with affection.  
 
As Balog (2007) points out, conservation photography bears witness on threats to 
our natural world and invites us to revaluate our relationship to the natural world. The 
conservation photographer serves as a voice to the environmental issues they are 
portraying. Conservation photography can take on many forms, and has been morphed as 
a discipline over time since its beginnings in the 1800s. Conservation photography moves 
beyond simply documenting an issue—the role of photographer begins after the photo is 
composed. The evidence for the need for conservation efforts is not lacking; however, the 
ability to communicate the science behind conservation to policy makers and the general 
public is too often lacking (Farnsworth 2011). Through the fusion of art and science, 
conservation photographers have a common goal of protecting Earth’s biodiversity for 
generations to come. Advancing sustainability has been enhanced with the advent of 
conservation photography and will likely be one of the most effective vehicles for 
bringing awareness to conservation issues and inspiring change in the years to come.  
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Chapter 4: Author’s Portfolio of Conservation 
Photography 
______________________________________________________  
 
 
 I am an active participant in the field of conservation photography at the amateur 
level. Eleven photos were selected for this portfolio to illustrate the value of conservation 
photography as well as nature photography in advancing the conservation movement. I 
was largely limited to ecosystems and conservation issues in Illinois and Wisconsin; 
however, travel to New Zealand and the Exumas, Bahamas allowed for additional 
photography. Equipment used for this portfolio includes the Canon EOS Rebel T2i 
Camera body with 28-135mm standard zoom lens, 100mm Macro lens, and 70-200 
telephoto zoom lens and Adobe Lightroom for photo processing. 
Capturing the inherent beauty of nature is just as critical as documenting threats to 
nature. This portfolio aims to accomplish both of these tasks. We must work to capture 
the beauty of the natural world because, as time-lapse photographer Louis Schwartzberg 
once famously said, “Beauty and seduction are nature’s tools for survival because we 
protect what we fall in love with.” I am a strong proponent of using nature photography 
to advance conservation goals and to document the diversity of species that are often 
overlooked. In particular, I am drawn to macro photography to invite my audience to look 
closer at their environment and appreciate the range of biodiversity that may exist in a 
given area. Conservation biologist and photographer Piotr Naskrechki has a similar 
passion for macro photography, which is made evident in his recently published book 
titled: “The Smaller Majority.” Naskrecki (2005) is frustrated with our tendency to focus 
on the more charismatic animals like lions and sharks while neglecting the “smaller 
majority” of our planet. Naskrecki’s aim with the publication of “The Smaller Majority” 
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is to harness public appreciation for the beauty of macro life. I share with Naskrecki the 
desire to invigorate appreciation for the world around us. This portfolio features both 
macro photography and landscape photography in a few different areas of the globe.  
 The first location represented in my portfolio is the Exumas, Bahamas. I traveled 
to the Exumas with the John G. Shedd Aquarium to study marine protected areas. At one 
of our snorkel sites off of Cambridge Cay, we encountered one of the largest remaining 
expanses of elkhorn coral (Acropora palmata) in the Bahamas (Figure 1). Elkhorn coral 
is listed by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) as a critically 
endangered species, meaning this species has a very high risk of going extinct in the wild. 
Elkhorn coral is a relatively fast growing species of coral and provides and a critical 
framework to shallow Caribbean reefs (Randall and Szmant 2009). Recently, populations 
of elkhorn coral have experienced significant reductions, largely from threats such as 
coral bleaching, white band disease, damage from natural disasters, and elevated sea 
levels (Randall and Szmant 2009). In figure one, I photographed an elkhorn coral colony 
to show what healthy elkhorn coral should look like. By highlighting a colony in the 
foreground with other colonies in the background, one can see both the detail of the 
elkhorn coral species as well as its expansive nature as a framework species of the 
Caribbean. Since this is a relatively rare species of coral that has a very high risk of going 
extinct, I wanted to document a healthy population, which could be used to show what a 
healthy reef can look like if we are careful to protect it. At the time it was photographed, 
the elkhorn coral colony was in good condition, but like other populations in the 
Caribbean, this colony may soon disappear.  
The second photo (Figure 2) composed in the Bahamas features the Exuma Island 
iguana (Cyclura cychlura figgensi). The Exuma Island iguana is a subspecies of the 
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Northern Bahamian rock iguana and is listed by the IUCN as critically endangered with 
current populations numbering at less than 1,500 individuals (Knapp, Personal contact, 
2012). Conservation scientist Dr. Chuck Knapp has been monitoring populations of 
Northern Bahamian rock iguanas throughout the Bahamian islands for over twenty years, 
and his efforts resulted in the extension of the Exuma Cays Land and Sea Park, a marine 
protected area that now includes critical habitat of the iguanas. Habitat decline was the 
major reason for their endangerment, but recent recovery efforts have been positive for 
Exuma Island iguana populations (Knapp, Personal cotact, 2012). In figure two, I chose 
to photograph the Exuma Island iguana with a tight frame focusing on the iguana’s face. 
By doing so, I created a portrait-like photograph of the iguana. We are drawn to these 
types of photographs because they mimic human portraits in their style, and intuitively, 
we feel a more intimate connection with the subject in the photograph. In this photo, I 
chose to only photograph the top half of the iguana’s body so that the viewer could see 
the rage of colors and textures on its face and look directly in the eyes of a critically 
endangered species of iguana. I also chose to orient myself at the same level of the iguana 
by lying in the sand with the animal so the viewer could experience a more intimate 
portrait. This photograph captures one member of a very small remaining population of 
iguanas and can be used to promote awareness and protection of this species.  
 The second major location represented in my portfolio is New Zealand. 
Throughout my travels in New Zealand, I was particularly struck by the bird diversity 
represented on both the North and South Islands. An endemic species of flightless bird 
known as the South Island Takahē (Porphyrio hochstetter) was previously thought to be 
extinct but was rediscovered in the mid-1900s (Bunin and Jamieson 1995; Figure 3). 
Since its rediscovery in the South Island of New Zealand, the bird has been translocated 
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to multiple offshore islands in New Zealand including Tiritiri Matangi, a world-renowned 
bird sanctuary (Bunin and Jamieson 1995). The South Island Takahē is listed as 
endangered by the IUCN, meaning it is a species that will likely become extinct unless 
conservation action is taken. Populations of the South Island Takahē have been 
experiencing a slight upward trend as a result of recent conservation efforts, but low 
genetic diversity in the remaining population has caused conservation problems (Grueber 
and Jamieson 2008). The South Island Takahē remains protected, but the population has 
less than 300 remaining birds (Takahe 2010). Another endemic bird species of New 
Zealand, the Kea (Nestor notabilis), is the only alpine species of parrot in the world, and 
is less threatened than the South Island Takahē, but it is still listed by the IUCN as 
vulnerable to extinction (Figure 4). The Kea is endemic to New Zealand and can be found 
in alpine regions of the South Island of New Zealand (Gajdon et al. 2006). Like the 
Takahē, the Kea is also threatened by inbreeding within populations (Brook et al. 2002).  
 The photograph of the Takahē and the Kea work together to show two endemic 
species of birds to New Zealand that are both of conservation concern. The Takahē is 
photographed on a bird sanctuary, which is an environment that is maintained by humans. 
That is made evident in the photograph as the bird is photographed on mowed grass on 
the North Island of New Zealand—a range in which it would not naturally exist. Also, 
one can see a band on the Takahē’s left leg demonstrating the significance of this species 
to scientists as they are tracking populations. The Kea is photographed in its natural 
habitat in the South Island of New Zealand on a snowy cliff in the Milford Sound. In both 
the photographs of both the Kea and the Takahē,  I use a shallow depth of field to bring 
the viewers focus to the subject. I was sure to photograph the Takahē with the sun hitting 
its feathers so that the viewer could see the range of colors in its feathers and appreciate 
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the beauty of this critically endangered bird. When photographing the Kea, I chose to 
wait until the Kea was preparing to take flight so that the viewer could appreciate the 
spectrum of blue, green, and yellow hues that are prominent on the Kea’s feathers. Like 
the photograph of the Exuma Island iguana, I photographed the birds on the same plane 
as their bodies to create a portrait-like perspective of the Takahē and Kea. Both of these 
photographs can be used to bring attention to the beauty and conservation statuses of each 
of these endemic species—the Takahē being critically endangered and the Kea being 
vulnerable to extinction.  
 The remainder of my photographs are composed in Illinois and Wisconsin. While 
I did not have the opportunity to photograph more dramatic conservation issues such as 
poached rhinoceroses, I did have the opportunity to learn about and photograph local 
conservation issues. With increased globalization, invasive species are an issue in most 
places across the globe. In Illinois, the Japanese beetle (Popillia japonica) is an invasive 
species and feeds on over 300 species of plants including the fruits, flowers, and leaves of 
those plants (Potter and Held 2002). A conservation concern throughout the eastern 
United States, the Japanese beetle damages landscapes, gardens, and field crops (Potter 
and Held 2002). In figure five, the Japanese beetle occupies the center right third of the 
frame to create visual interest towards the subject . The Japanese beetle was 
photographed at a specific moment when the leaf it was consuming was almost 
completely destroyed. Only a very small portion of the leaf remains, and that portion is 
just large enough for the Japanese beetle to remain in contact with the leaf. Its legs are 
gracing the edge of the leaf, the Japanese beetle having consumed as much of the leaf as 
possible. I chose to photograph the plant before the beetle moved to other leaves to show 
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that this plant was thriving prior to the Japanese beetle’s arrival. This photograph can be 
used to demonstrate the destructive nature of the invasive Japanese beetle in the Midwest.  
Another invasive species in Illinois, the purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria) 
threatens wetland ecosystems (Figure 6). While the purple loosestrife is aesthetically 
pleasing to look at, it can easily take over wetlands and suppress the growth of native 
plant species (Malecki et al. 1993). Once established, Purple loosestrife produces over 2.5 
million seeds that spread quickly and efficiently throughout the wetland ecosystem 
(Malecki et al. 1993). Efforts to eradicate purple loosestrife are often inefficient and 
costly, making control of this species difficult (Malecki et al. 1993). In figure six, I 
photographed the purple loosestrife in a manner that both shows the detail of the plant as 
well as its invasive nature throughout the wetland at Volo Bog. Occupying the right third 
of the photograph, the viewer is directed to a patch of purple loosestrife. In the 
background, the viewer can see how purple loosestrife is dominating the entire wetlands, 
which is characteristic of how it invades the ecosystem. A low aperture was used so that 
the viewer has a focused look at a patch of purple loosestrife in the foreground, but is still 
made aware of the extensive distribution of purple loosestrife throughout the wetland. 
Because purple loosestrife takes up nearly the entire foreground, middle-ground, and 
background, the viewer is confronted with the overpowering nature of this invasive plant 
in wetland ecosystems.  
 A controversial issue in Wisconsin is the use of hydraulic fracking, or sand 
fracking, which involves blasting into the ground with water and sand to expose 
underground cracks that provide access to natural gas (Wiseman 2009). While some 
argue that sand fracking is a green source of energy, the evidence for this claim has not 
been entirely conclusive (Wiseman 2009). There are long-term environmental problems 
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associated with fracking as harmful chemicals used for fracking practices can spread 
throughout the surrounding environment into the air, groundwater, and land (Pearson 
2013). For example, there have been about six recorded incidences of wastewater from 
fracking escaping into the environment (Pearson 2013). There have also been reports of 
fracking facilities contaminating well water, however more scientific investigation of 
these cases is needed to improve regulatory control of fracking facilities (Wiseman 
2009). A large portion of sand mining in the United States occurs in Wisconsin, and these 
facilities are not highly regulated (Pearson 2013). Sand fracking continues to take place 
in Wisconsin despite public opposition based on sand fracking’s associated negative 
environmental and health impacts (Pearson 2013).  
The sand mining facility I visited was in Markesan, Wisconsin, which is both a 
sand mining and processing facility (Figures 7 and 8). In figure seven, the viewer can see 
the towering piles of sand that result from sand mining. The two tall sand piles next to 
each other are purposefully extending outside of the frame to show the difficulty of 
capturing the massive sand piles in a single frame. I also left room in the top of the frame 
for blue sky and white clouds to create a contrast between a bright blue sky and the dull 
tones of the sand and rock. In figure eight, the viewer gets an expansive overview of the 
area being actively mined. It is clear from this image that the land was carved out from 
the rock in the left of the frame and segregated from the surrounding environment from 
the strategic layout of the area. The viewer can tell the area has been manipulated for 
some time since there are paved out sandy roads and tracks for machinery. Also water 
holding areas could be contaminated as reports in other areas have indicated (Wiseman 
2009). The juxtaposition of the mined land with the forest in the background give the 
viewer a clear indication what the land used to be before mining began. Both of these 
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images work together to give an overview of the mining facility and its invasive nature to 
the landscape that could potentially have more long-term environmental consequences.  
Figures nine through eleven exhibit the biodiversity of multiple ecosystems 
throughout Illinois. A site I extensively photographed was Volo Bog, in Volo, Illinois, 
which is the site of the only quaking bog in Illinois (Department of Natural Resources). A 
quaking bog has an open water center as shown in Figure ten. Tamaracks (Larix laricina) 
are a coniferous bog species and change to a vibrant yellow-orange for a very short 
period in the autumn (Figure 9). Tamaracks are threatened in the state of Illinois, but are 
not federally threatened (Department of Natural Resources). This photograph showcases 
the vibrance of the golden tamaracks that stand out even on a dreary rainy day. The 
viewer can also see cattails and other grass species in the bog since Volo Bog supports a  
significant diversity of life. The landscape view of the quaking bog allows the viewer to 
reflect on the multiple species the ecosystem supports. However, since the tamaracks 
occupy the majority of the frame, the emphasis returns to the tamaracks, which are of 
conservation concern in the state of Illinois. 
Another important ecosystem to the Midwest is the marsh. To represent the marsh 
ecosystem, I chose to photograph the great blue heron (Ardea herodias) since the marsh 
serves as its primary habitat, and the great blue heron is an iconic bird that most 
audiences in the Midwest identify with (Figure 10). I chose to photograph the heron 
slightly immersed in the grasses as opposed to in an open area to show the importance of 
the surrounding ecosystem to the species. In this photograph, the great blue heron stands 
tall with robust feathers demonstrating this is a healthy individual. Similar to the Takahē 
and the Kea, I chose to photograph the heron on a plane even with its body and head to 
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create a portrait of an iconic bird that can be used to bring awareness to increasingly 
degraded ecosystems like marshes.  
Finally, Illinois is known as the prairie state, but less than one hundredth of one 
percent of original native tallgrass prairies still remains in Illinois (United States 
Department of Agriculture 2013). Since the prairie has now become a rare ecosystem in 
Illinois, it is important to protect what remains. A diversity of life, particularly 
invertebrate life such as the praying mantis find a home in prairies. Figure eleven is a 
portrait-like photograph of a praying mantis. This photo is composed with a similar 
technique as the photograph of the Exuma Island iguana. In this photograph, a 
particularly powerful connection is achieved with the praying mantis as we are drawn 
directly into the eyes of the animal. Humans have a tendency to look for the eyes of an 
organism before anything else, and this photograph forces the viewer to confront a 
praying mantis by looking it directly in the eye. Even though the color scheme of the 
photograph is primarily green, we can still visually separate the praying mantis from the 
surrounding environment due to the shallow depth of field. The mantis is only slightly 
larger in size than the blades of grass surrounding the animal, which demonstrates the 
importance of evaluating and protecting the macro life of an ecosystem. The portrait of a 
praying mantis serves a representative of this biodiversity to bring awareness to the 
smaller majority of life that a prairie ecosystem supports. When we protect prairies, we 
also protect the biodiversity associated with them. 
While most of the organisms depicted in figures nine through eleven are not of 
conservation concern, the ecosystems they inhabit are in need of protection. We can use 
images of the organisms that inhabit major ecosystems like bogs, marshes, and prairies to 
bring awareness to the importance of protecting the biodiversity supported by these 
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ecosystems. In my portfolio, I represent species of varying conservation concern and 
invasive species that have negative impacts on various Midwestern ecosystems. My 
portfolio also addresses sand fracking, an issue at the forefront of conservation research 
right now. Finally, I use the beauty of particular species to represent larger ecosystems 
that are critical to protect. My portfolio demonstrates the effectiveness of conservation 
photography in bringing awareness to conservation issues and to showcase the beauty of 
Earth’s biodiversity.  
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Figure 1: Elkhorn coral (Acropora palmata), Cambridge Cay: Exumas, Bahamas.  
 
Figure 2: Exuma Island iguana (Cyclura cychlura figgensi): Exumas, Bahamas  
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Figure 3: South Island Takahē (Porphyrio hochstetteri): Tiritiri Matangi, New Zealand.  
 
 
Figure 4: Kea (Nestor notabilis): Milford Sound, New Zealand  
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Figure 5: Japanese beetle (Popillia japonica): Shooting Star Savanna in Lake Forest, 
Illinois. 
 
 
Figure 6: Purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria): Volo Bog in Volo, Illinois. 
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Figure 7: AF Gelhar sand mine and processing facility sand mounds: Markesan, WI.  
 
 
Figure 8: AF Gelhar sand mine and processing facility overview: Markesan, WI. 
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Figure 9: Tamarack (Larix laricina): Volo Bog in Volo, Illinois  
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Figure 10: Great blue heron (Ardea herodias): Lake Katherine in Worth, Illinois 
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Figure 11: Praying mantis (Mantis religiosa): Ryerson Woods in Riverwoods, Illinois. 
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